Introduction
The main purpose of this paper is to outline the potential contribution of two qualitative research techniques, narrative theory and dimensional analysis, in furthering our understanding of consumption behaviour from an interpretive research perspective.
We will also attempt to address the main theme of the Academy of Marketing Conference 2000, the apparent divide between practitioners and academics. It is our belief, particularly within the area of qualitative market research, that this divide manifests itself with practitioners increasingly becoming too``data driven''. We suggest that practitioners minimise the importance of the theoretical underpinnings that ultimately guide the interpretive process, that are traditionally of more importance to their academic counterparts.
Our paper begins with a brief overview of the emergence of the interpretive consumer research paradigm before detailing the origins, features and uses of narrative theory and dimensional analysis, an alternative version of grounded theory. We end our paper with a discussion of the implications of our perspective for practitioners who use interpretive, qualitative research techniques.
The emergence of interpretive consumer research
During the early 1980s consumption was reconceptualised as a tripartite concept that involved acquisition, usage and disposal (Holbrook, 1995) . To fully understand consumption required researchers to move beyond the acquisition of products as the sole focus of their investigations. What people did with the products that they purchased and how they disposed of them became legitimate areas of academic inquiry for consumer researchers. Alongside this revised conceptual, methodological breakthroughs occurred, exemplified by seminal contributions of a group of American researchers on the Consumer Behavior Odyssey (e.g. Belk et al., 1988; 1989) . However, the positivistic paradigm still dominates consumer research, but since the emergence of interpretive approaches we have witnessed a``spirited debate'' (Hunt, 1991) between its proponents and opponents (see, for example, Hunt, 1991; Calder and Tybout, 1987; Anderson, 1986) . In spite of these philosophical disagreements, the efforts of the vanguard of consumer researchers has allowed the subsequent development of a variety of innovative interpretive consumer research techniques. For example, the philosophy and methods of existentialphenomenology (Thompson et al., 1990) , post-structuralism (Holt, 1997) , postmodernism (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995) , hermeneutics (Thompson et al., 1994) , introspection (Gould, 1991; Brown and Reid, 1997; Shankar, 2000) , critical theory (Murray and Ozanne, 1991) , literary theory (Stern, 1989) , to name but a few, have all been used in recent times to illuminate studies of consumption.
We suspect that it is this very explosion of different interpretive approaches that is in part responsible for the lack of acceptance of interpretive techniques per se. There is no one accepted method; but then, there never can be. Interpretive research methods are thus prone to be criticised because they uphold variations of a relativistic ontology of multiple, individually constructed but socially and culturally constrained realities. If reality is constructed then it follows that we are active and implicated in that process. This is in marked contrast to the positivistic ontology which suggests that there is a single realitỳ`o ut there''. Positivists do not have to entertain an ontological argument, it is already there and taken for granted as axiomatic ± an``undemonstrated or undemonstrable`basic belief''' (Lincoln and Guba, 1984, p. 33) . It just is. And because there is a single reality out there, it is also axiomatic within positivism that the researcher is independent of that reality. Controversy within positivistic consumer and marketing research is thus mainly reduced to methodological issues (e.g. sampling accuracy, reliability validity, etc.). For interpretive researchers it is not quite so simple. They have to entertain complex philosophical debates about what constitutes reality, argue against relativistic criticisms (see Anderson, 1986) , debate epistemological questions, before even getting to methodological issues. It is hardly surprising that most consumer research is predominantly positivistic in nature ± we suggest that it is``easier'' to do.
However, if interpretive researchers take as axiomatic their beliefs about the world, then it follows that there will always be multiple ways of``seeing the world''. Each will have its own merits, strengths and weaknesses. The interpretive researchers' goal is not the``truth'' because it can never be proven, rather their goal is hermeneutic understanding or verstehen. Moreover, given another axiom of interpretive research, that it is value bound, leads us to an important theme of this paper. The choice of interpretive technique will guide the entire research process from research design (although this always tends to be emergent) through to data collection, analysis and finally interpretation. But we should always remember that what we are offering is only an interpretation not the interpretation. However, it is our contention that all too often qualitative insights and interpretation are divorced from their theoretical underpinnings. In the next two sections we present two perspectives, drawn from developments within the humanities and social sciences, that we believe can contribute to our understanding of consumption practices and to marketing research in general.
Narrative theory and consumer research
Narratives are stories, accounts, tales or descriptions. It is inconceivable to think of our lives without stories, either listening to, watching or reading them, or telling them (Gergen and Gergen, 1988) . We are socially and culturally conditioned into understanding the narrative form. As soon as we enter the world our parents are telling us stories, and we, in turn, become another chapter in our parents' own stories. We learn about who we are, our history and our culture through stories. And our lives exhibit the basic format of all stories: they have a beginning, a middle and an end. Bruner (1986) even suggested that we are genetically programmed to understand the narrative form. Stories, therefore, make our lives and ourselves intelligible to us and others (Gergen and Gergen, 1988 ) and as Schiffrin (1996, p.167) commented:
The stories that we tell about our own and others' lives are a pervasive form of text through which we construct, interpret and share experience: we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, gossip, learn, hate and love by narrative.
It is hardly surprising that narrative has attracted considerable attention amongst scholars from a wide variety of academic disciplines (especially psychology, sociology, socio-linguistics and subjects allied to the humanities, the traditional home of narrative, history, english and theology). Increasingly, narrative is also attracting the attention of consumer researchers (e.g. Grayson, 1997; Stern, 1995; Hirschman, 1988; Brown, 1997) and marketing researchers (e.g. Bush et al., 1997) . Narrative, like consumer research, is an emphatically interdisciplinary concept (Riessman, 1993) and so is well suited to be included in the repertoire of interpretive consumer researchers. In the next section we briefly outline some of the key features of all narratives.
Key features of narratives
The origins of narrative can be traced backed to the writings of Aristotle (384-322 BC), especially his work, the Poetics. The primary premiss of a narrative is that is has a sequence, or a beginning, a middle and an end. Gergen and Gergen (1988, pp. 20-22) synthesised the literature from a variety of academic domains and concluded that the following (see Table  I ) are important``to the construction of intelligible narratives in contemporary western culture''.
In addition to having these key elements the plots within narratives (or narrative forms) tend to have a basic structure. Following in the Aristotelian tradition, Frye (1957) identified four basic plots, comedy, romance, tragedy and satire. For example, romantic plots tend to``consist of a series of episodes in which the major protagonist experiences challenge or threats and through a series of struggles emerges victorious'' (Gergen and Gergen, 1988, p. 23) . Moreover these basic plots can be further characterised in the way that the plots are narratively configured (Polkinghorne, 1991) or arranged. The configurations are based on our relative evaluative position, that is the extent to which we value the``end point'' of the story, and our development towards our``goal state'' or end point over time. Polkinghorne (1991) describes this process as emplotment,``a procedure that configures temporal elements into a whole by`grasping them together' and directing them towards a conclusion or end'' (p. 141). Gergen and Gergen (1988) identified three basic narrative configurations: stability narratives ± these are either positively or negatively evaluated narratives that remained unchanged over time; progressive narratives ± here our evaluative position improves with time; and regressive narratives ± this is the reverse of a progressive narrative, so our relative evaluative position worsens with time.
We are proposing that consumption experiences, and other marketing related phenomena, can be interpreted narratively. Data texts, for example interview data of a consumption experience, can therefore be viewed as stories or, more precisely, as a chapter in the ongoing story of the participant(s). However, too overt a focus on this structuralist form of narrative analysis may mean that researchers will minimise the importance of the broader social and cultural issues that shape and constrain consumers' consumption narratives. The establishment of a valued end point Every story must have a``point'' to make. Moreover, this point must be valued, negatively or positively, by the people involved in the narrative process Selection of events relevant to the goal state Once we have decided the``point'' to our story we then select only those events that help us to make our point The ordering of events Once we have decided the point of our story, and selected the events with which we will tell our story, we tend to place them in``linear, temporal sequence'' Establishing causal sequences
The order in which we put the events of our story also tends to be causally linked, that is event b only happened because of event a and so on Demarcation signs
Stories tend to have well recognised beginnings, (middles) and ends
However, narrative analysis is by no means the only qualitative methodology to use stories as data. We next provide the example of grounded theory or, to be more specific, a variation of the methodology, which owes its roots to the symbolic interactionist school. We argue that, despite grounded theory's recent bad press as over-formulistic, it shares a number of similarities with narrative analysis which could inform data interpretation and provide a more holistic structure for the analysis of data.
A variant on grounded theory
Unlike narrative analysis, grounded theory has a long history in management research (Schroeder and Congden, 1995; Browning et al., 1995; Crook and Kumar, 1998; Kimle and Damhorst, 1993; Hunt and Ropo, 1995; Parry, 1998; Sperber-Richie et al., 1997; Brown, 1994; Manning et al., 1998; King, 1996; Seeley and Targett, 1997; Lang, 1996) , and more recently in marketing (Hirschman and Thompson, 1997; Burchil and Fine, 1997; de la Cuesta, 1994; Houston and Venkatesh, 1996; Goulding, 1998 Goulding, , 1999 . Nonetheless, it has not escaped criticism. However, we suggest that this is largely due to a number of misconceptions regarding the methodology: the split between the two originators, which has in effect resulted in two distinct versions and, possibly most important, the misuse and abuse of its principles and procedures. This section of the paper looks at some of the problems and criticisms associated with grounded theory and outlines a more humanistic version as developed by Schatzman (Schatzman and Strauss, 1973; Schatzman, 1991) .
Grounded theory: a method in transition
There appears to be agreement that, since its inception, grounded theory has undergone many major transformations that have distanced it from its symbolic interactionist roots with its emphasis on behaviour grounded in social and symbolic actions. In particular, Strauss and Corbin (1990) exemplified this rupture with their presentation of multiple coding procedures such as open, axial, and selective coding, and techniques of comparison that are now used to advance analysis by the intentional manipulation of data in a variety of ways (Kools et al., 1996) . This over-emphasis on the mechanics of the research has been criticised for reducing the degree of theoretical sensitivity and insightful meaning (Glaser, 1992) . In defence, however, Ellis (1993, p. 477) suggests that:
Strauss has tried to provide some guidance for researchers attempting to generate theory in the form of a coding paradigm in which data are analysed in terms of conditions, interactions among the actors, strategies and tactics, and consequences F F F However, there are disadvantages as well as advantages with its employment. While it does provide the researcher with a high level model of organising structure for data analysis, it might be thought to be inhibiting to the open approach to theory generation that is at the heart of the original grounded theory approach. For those who feel uneasy developing grounded theory without any such guidelines, the use of the coding paradigm does provide some kind of broad structure for data analysis. But, for others, use of the coding paradigm may be restrictive and may stultify the process of full inductive theory generation.
Nonetheless, it is not only the over-emphasis on the coding procedures that has attracted criticism. Parry (1998) discusses differences in the application of the method, identifying two basic types. The first he terms full grounded theory, as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) . This form of research incorporates the whole iterative process which is played out in full. The second, and most commonly used, he calls partial grounded theory. Here data are collected and then theorised upon, but the approach contains many problems. To begin with the analytical process by which concepts are built up to categories is seldom described. Second, the relationship between concepts is not undertaken, or explained sufficiently when the research is written up. Third, historical events are often ignored. These events which occur before or during data collection can affect the validity of that data collection if not accounted for in some way. According to Robrecht (1995) there are often gaps in publications regarding research procedure which make it difficult to identify the development and strength of the investigator's core category. This is largely attributed to the development of an overcomplex set of operations and procedures and the fact that students of the method learn how to analyse the data by adhering to a set of methodological principles that rely increasingly upon rigid and restrictive operations. However, possibly the accusation that researchers use grounded theory as a pick and mix approach has done most to harm its reputation. Locke (1996) points out that, while the 1967 publication of``discovery of grounded theory'' remains a touchstone for scholars adopting the approach, the method has been rewritten and has evolved. Accordingly:
The recent publications by each of the authors constitute rewriting of the grounded theory approach. Moreover, when organisational studies researchers make use of the approach and methods as originally specified by Glaser and Strauss, writing them into their research publications, they are also rewriting the discovery of grounded theory. Locke (1996) reviewed references made to Glaser and Strauss (1967) in papers published in the journal Academy of Management. Out of 19 qualitative studies, 16 cited the original. All 16 appeared at least two years after Glaser's (1978) publication Theoretical Sensitivity, and 11 were published after Strauss and Corbins's (1990) basics of qualitative research. However, only one article cited any of these subsequent works. Observations on how the 19 were cited revealed that nine out of 16 used it to underscore an iterative analytical process during which researchers tested their emerging theoretical frameworks against their data. Seven used the notion of theoretical saturation and three out of the 16 used`D iscovery'' to distinguish the study as inductive and theory building. In many, theoretical sampling was not discussed, which in effect means that one of the central tenets of the methodology is being written out of the process. Furthermore, authors talked about studies based on, for example, random selection, which is a frank violation of the method and smacks of an``anything goes'' approach to the research. According to Locke (1996, p. 244 
):
Readers need to be able to evaluate the research based on a full report of the procedures. Broad unspecified claims ± for example, the statement that``this research followed Glaser and Strauss (1967) '' with no operational indicators, or indeed with procedures that run counter to the method's specification ± cannot stand.
Grounded theory, it would appear, is being selectively rewritten and selectively drawn from in qualitative managerial research and this has little to do with the fact that Glaser and Strauss (1967) were following, and advocating, two distinct versions of the methodology.
Dimensional analysis: an alternative version of grounded theory
At the same time as the two authors were following their own divergent paths, an alternative method to grounded theory began to be taught at the University of California, the birthplace of grounded theory. This new method, labelled``dimensional analysis'' (sometimes referred to as``natural analysis''), was pioneered by Schatzman, a long-standing colleague and past collaborator with the two original authors (Kools et al., 1996) . We suggest that, while dimensional analysis received limited coverage in the literature and Schatzman's contribution remains largely unrecognised (Kools et al., 1996) , this alternative approach contains a structured, yet humanistic set of procedures which could be used to analyse a wide range of consumption experiences.
Schatzman's main critique of grounded theory was its lack of disclosure of the operations involved in the discovery of theory. He proposed that dimensional analysis could be described as an alternative method which would allow for the articulation of the discovery process. Accordingly, analysis in the context of research is linked to the interpretive actions that one naturally and commonly employs every day. Consequently research is considered to be an exaggerated, intentional and sustained form of natural analysis (Kools et al., 1996) . This is where the link with narrative analysis becomes more apparent. Whilst they differ in terms of analytical process, there is a common emphasis on words and actions that contribute to the telling of a story. However, while narrative analysis focuses on features, plots and configurations, dimensional analysis uses as its foundation context, conditions and consequences which affect the outcome of the story:
In natural analysis, when we listen to a story, we consider attributes as they are described. We consider actions taken in relation to the context, conditions and consequences. If any part of the story presents problems in understanding, we ask questions. What the listener considers the main issues of the story represents a point of view, or perspective. Scientific analysis is an extension of the natural analytical process, it is distinguishable from everyday thinking by the recognition and consideration of greater numbers and kinds of attributes within a situation F F F The perspective of analytical thinking focuses on events in the natural setting where interactions occur between human beings. The aim of analysis is to discover the meanings of these interactions as they create the observed situation, rather than discover the basic social process (Robrecht, 1995, pp. 172-3) .
The purpose of the method suggested by Schatzman is to provide a structure or methodological perspective for analysis and explanation. The explanation or story informs us of the relationship between actions and consequences under selected conditions in a specific context (Robrecht,1995) . If we consider any act of consumer behaviour it is not too difficult to accept this as a structure for analysis. For example, the act of shopping involves motivations which instigate actions. Conditions may be influenced by a range of factors such as mood, emotion, disposable income, or even compulsion. Specific contexts may include retail environments, while consequences may range from satisfaction levels to falling into debt. Within each one of these there may be a range of influencing factors (dimensions) which contribute to the experience. However, there will usually be a small number of dominant motivators driving the behaviour which allows the researcher to take a``perspective'' as to the main theme of the story. This form of analysis, however, must go beyond mere description to incorporate abstract theorising which offers a plausible explanation of the phenomenon under study. This starts with the very simplest of assumptions:
Through the learning of language and the ability to engage in social interaction, human beings refine their talent to perform natural analysis and develop the cognitive attribute of dimensionality (Kools et al., 1996, p. 315) .
Dimensionalisation entails the naming of data bits and the expansion of these into their various attributes. A dimension is an abstract concept with associated properties that provide parameters for the purpose of description. For example, gender is a dimension with the properties of female and male. Designation is the labelling of dimensions and properties observed in the data. Through designation, the researcher develops a vocabulary with which to continue analysis. The act of designation moves a particular observation towards a more abstract representation of a situation. Data are collected and scrutinised until a critical mass of dimensions is assembled which represent emerging pathways that possess explanatory power.
One further distinctive feature of dimensional analysis is the recognition of the need for a supporting theoretical framework to help construct the story. Dimensional analysis draws on past experience and knowledge as a cumulative and integral part of the individual's thinking process. There is pragmatic recognition that, although grounded theory generally rejects the use of received theory as a basis for analysis, in reality, rarely do researchers totally abandon prior substantive or methodological knowledge in the pursuit of understanding a complex social phenomenon (Kools et al., 1996) .
According to Robrecht (1995) , as a story or problem is revealed to the researcher, the dimensions of the problem have no form until the researcher takes a perspective, or viewpoint, on the information. This in itself brings into question the method of analysis, whether manual or computer assisted. In recent years the trend in qualitative research has been towards the utilisation of computer packages such as NUDIST. However, we recognise the limitations that such applications may have for the interpretive process. For example, the fact that context is more than sequence is an issue. It involves an understanding of the process and the ability to draw knowledge from outside the text (literature, reflections and so on) which is beyond the scope of any programme. This loss of the wider picture and non-textual sources of information is highlighted by Dembowski and Hammer-Lloyd (1995) who further discuss the fear that data analysis may become mechanistic to the detriment of intuition and creativity, a criticism launched at much of the later grounded theory work.
From an interpretive position, a researcher strives for objectivity in the selection of a perspective. This objectivity is not to be confused with the position adopted by positivist researchers, rather, it involves keeping an open mind as to the array of possible theoretical positions that may be adopted to offer the best and most plausible explanation. That is the researcher strives for the capacity to entertain multiple theoretical perspectives on a given situation. Each perspective gives a different configuration to the data; it tells a different story. The chosen perspective becomes the theme that configures the story, making the phenomenon understandable. Ellis (1993) suggests that, when the analysis is nearing completion and the categories and their properties are saturated, analysis gives way to exposition. This is linked with the practical issue of selection ± that is selecting examples from the transcripts to illustrate in a concrete form the abstract features of the model. These examples provide a concrete embodiment for the dimensions and properties of the theory. This aids exposition and allows the reader to confirm that the interpretation fits the data and that the theory provides a fair view of the underlying reality. For example, a particular dimension or property may be noted as occurring across several transcripts. Consequently, quotations are chosen that seem best to illustrate the point or convey the essential meaning of this dimension. If a dimension has properties that embody slight variations in meaning or emphasis, then examples may be chosen to illustrate these nuances. If, on the other hand, it is intended to reinforce a very general or frequently occurring theme, a bank of similar statements may be used to indicate the pervasiveness of the concept or theme in the different contexts. The result should be that the reader has some authentic feel for the overall theory, its dimensions and properties, and the specific instances from which it is derived. Ultimately, conviction lies in the researcher's ability to dissect the narratives of the respondents and, using particular junctures in the story, create a credible explanation which is grounded in the words and stories of the informants.
Conclusion
We propose that consumption experiences can be understood in terms of narratives. For example, the consumption stories surrounding the purchase of a high involvement product could be analysed in terms of narrative features, plots and configurations. Similarly we could broaden the interpretation to include context, conditions and consequences, and the dimensional properties which contribute to a more holistic understanding of consumer motivations and actions. We maintain that most data texts can be analysed in this way. The data derived from depth interviews are an obvious example, as are life histories (McKinley-Wright 1995) . Focus group data could also lend themselves to an interesting analysis where the participants in the group become the characters in the unfolding story of the group. Enabling techniques used in motivation research already utilise quasinarrative techniques, such as sentence completion and thematic apperception tests. Advertising research, building on the work of Stern (1995) , could usefully analyse the narratives of successful advertising campaigns; the Nescafe Â Gold Blend campaigns spring to mind as an obvious example.
We believe there are also many possible applications of a narrative perspective outside consumer research. For example, a narrative perspective is increasingly being seen in the services marketing literature (e.g. Stern et al., 1998; Bush et al., 1997) , where a narrative understanding of the service experience allows for the development of consumer based perceptions of the service encounter. More generally, strategic marketing management could explore ways of escaping the outdated Kotlerian war metaphor for strategy development. In its place we suggest a narrative understanding of marketing strategy development, where products or brands become the central characters in their own story with the brand managers (and those who help them) assuming the role of the author. Marketing plans, after all, have a beginning, a middle and an end, a valued end point (marketing objectives), selection of events relevant to the goal state (the marketing mix), and an ordering of events (marketing programmes etc.). Brands within a marketplace could then usefully be conceived as either romantic, tragic, heroic or satirical brands. In the UK, for example, the carbonated soft drink Tango is an obvious example of a satirical brand.
Implications for practitioners`C
lients cannot be blamed for feeling that in buying qualitative market research they are making a leap of faith'' (Glen, 1999, p. 109 ).
It would appear, then, that the value and contribution of qualitative techniques in consumer and marketing research are still a battle being fought by qualitative practitioners, as it is by their academic counterparts. We believe that these problems arise for practitioners for two main reasons. First, as we have already suggested, they do not always make explicit to their clients the theoretical underpinnings that have guided their interpretations, possibly because their clients are not interested. Moreover, because a practitioner's interpretations must underpin the recommendations they are suggesting to their clients, it is no wonder that Glen (1999) suggested that clients must make a``leap of faith''. Because of this, we believe the insights and``believability'' of qualitative research are often debated by practitioners and their clients using the unsuitable positivistic discourse of reliability and validity (Gabriel, 1990 ). We will briefly consider these two issues in a little more detail.
The Market Research Society commissioned Robson and Hedges (1993) to research the issue of the analysis and interpretation of qualitative research. Clients on the whole ignored the issue of analysis and interpretation as they felt this was the domain of the researcher. Glen (1999) too reinforced this point, viewing analysis and interpretation as a``black box'', with the data being the input and insights into the research problem the output. How a researcher arrived at their insights was therefore not too important for clients so long as they got some insights. The researcher's experience, methods and ultimately``value adding'' abilities are often more important than the theoretical basis upon which their insights are based. Not all practitioners operate in this way. Semiotic Solutions is an example of a company that has proved to be very successful in the marketplace (including input into the award-winning BT advertising campaign``It's Good to Talk''), precisely because it does base its insights in theory, has been explicit about it and has communicated this to its prospective clients (Valentine and Evans, 1993) . A sound theoretical basis upon which to base interpretations can therefore give a practitioner credibility in the rhetorical battle to convince clients of the usefulness of qualitative insights.
We also believe that all too often qualitative research is assessed as being``valid'' according to quasi-positivistic criteria. Given the paradigm dominance of positivism this is hardly surprising. Qualitative marketing research (see Gabriel, 1990 ) has tended to adopt Lincoln and Guba's (1985, p. 289) parallel criteria for assessing thè`t rustworthiness'' of qualitative insights. So internal validity is replaced by credibility, external validity with transferability, reliability with dependability and objectivity with confirmability. Moreover, there is an overt focus on methodology. The assumption is that so long as we conduct our research rigorously then our findings will be valid. As Gabriel (1990, p. 517) commented,``We achieve valid results not by our choice of methods but according to how well we use them''. Whilst we would not disagree with Gabriel on this point, we do believe that the parallel criteria are no longer suitable.
We believe that practitioners should consider the following criteria. Positionality refers to the idea that researchers should make explicit their role as an interpreter of data texts (Lincoln, 1995) . This would mean being explicit about how we as researchers affect the interpretation process by acknowledging how our``pre-understandings'' (Arnold and Fischer, 1994) benefit the interpretation process. We would also suggest the need to elevate rhetoric over reason (Holbrook, 1995) . This can be achieved by qualitative researchers engaging in communicative validity (Kvale, 1995) , whereby valid knowledge becomes something that client and practitioner both agree on through conversation, argument and counterargument. This process would be helped if, as we have suggested, the researcher``comes clean'' about their methods of interpretation. We believe that by adding these steps the trustworthiness of qualitative insights will be improved. Ultimately the goal of the practitioner is pragmatic validity (Kvale, 1995) , whereby their insights are acted upon by their clients. We hope that the two methods we have introduced and our discussion will aid this process.
